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On May 18, 1944, by the resolution of the State Committee of Defense of the URRS
(signed by Stalin on May 11, 1944), all Crimean Tatars that populated the Crimean
peninsula were deported from their homeland.
According to official data, the number of the deportees was almost 180 thousand, though
some researchers believed as many as 230 thousand Crimean Tatars were forcibly
displaced. After the deportation of Crimean Tatars the autonomy was abolished and the
status of the Crimea was reduced to that of an ordinary region within the Russian
Federation. While according to the 1939 census Crimean Tatars comprised 19 percent of
the population of the peninsula, in 1979 their number was down to 0.1 percent. Even the
names of villages and towns were changed to wipe out even the memory about the
presence of the ethnic group in the Crimea.
The situation began to change slowly only at the end of 1980s. In July 1987, the pressure
from the Crimean Tatar revival movement resulted in the adoption of a decision to create
a governmental commission to address the Crimean Tatar problems. In January 1987,
though, another resolution limited possibilities for receiving official registration of the
place of residence, the so-called «propiska» in some towns of the Crimea. On November
14, 1989, the Supreme Council of the USSR approved a declaration «On Recognizing
Illegal and Criminal the Acts of Repression against the Peoples who Suffered Forced
Displacement, and Providing for their Rights». The document was one of the principle
steps in facilitating the repatriation of Crimean Tatars to their historic homeland and
political re-habilitation of the people. The wide-scale repatriation became possible only at
the end of 1980s – early 1990s. Nowadays almost 200,000 Crimean Tatars live in the
Crimea, comprising 12 percent of the population of the peninsula.
«We demand guaranteed and effective representation of Crimean Tatars in the Parliament
of the Crimea!», «Settlement of the Crimean Tatar problem is the prerequisite for
stability in the Crimea!», «The Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine: adopt the law on the status
of Crimean Tatars as the indigenous people!» – those were the slogans of this year’s 10-
thousand-strong mourning rally in Simferopol, commemorating the victims of the
Stalinist deportation.
Participants of the rally approved a resolution on key social, economic, political and legal
problems that Crimean Tatars have to face on a daily basis. Specifically, the resolution
referred to the failure of the Ukrainian parliament to deal with the draft law «On the
Status of the Crimean Tatars People» that has been dragged through parliamentary
committees for years.
The rally urged the president of Ukraine, the government and the parliament to ensure
implementation of earlier decisions aiming at restoring Crimean Tatars in equal rights in
the political, economic, social, cultural and language fields. It was argued that proposals
of MPs on taking into account rights and interests of Crimean Tatars when adopting new
laws, including those regulating land relations and elections in the Crimea, were ignored.
However, the rally welcomed the first steps of the new leadership of the Crimean
parliament and the government, describing them as «aiming at search for understanding
in the Crimean society and removing results of authoritarianism of the previous
leadership of the Crimean parliament». For the first time, the mourning rally, held
annually in Simferopol since 1994, was attended by the leaders of the Crimean
parliament and the current Crimean speaker Borys Deitch. Head of the Crimean
government Serhiy Kunitsin also took part in the rally, as he had done several times
before. The event was also attended by Vice Prime Minister of Ukraine Volodymyr
Semynozhenko. The move was a new step for the national authorities, as never before
had the events attracted participants of such level. The steps were viewed positively by
the Crimean Tatars. However, the problems are far from solved. The variety of
challenged faced by the repatriants in the political, economic, social and cultural spheres
requires differentiated mechanisms and solutions.
Statistics of social and economic situation of Crimean Tatars remain almost unchanged
within the recent years. Almost half of the Crimean Tatar population have own housing,
only 64,000 out of 136,000 adults have jobs, a large number of Crimean Tatar settlements
do not have gas and stable water supply, the roads are in disastrous condition and the
schools with instruction in the Crimean Tatar language are scarce. The unresolved issue
of privatization of land may be a source of conflict in the peninsula.
Meanwhile, the issue of Ukrainian citizenship for Crimean Tatars who arrived from
Uzbekistan has been resolved rather effectively. On September 4, 1998, the agreement
between Ukraine and Uzbekistan came into force, and became a mechanism of solving
the citizenship problem for the former deportees and their families. The agreement
covered individuals who had been forcibly displaced from the territory of the Crimea to
Uzbekistan as a result of the decisions of the former Soviet authorities, as well as children
and grandchildren of the former deportees who wished to return to Ukraine. The
agreement allowed almost 80,000 Crimean Tatars to gain the Ukrainian citizenship. Yet,
the problem of citizenship for Crimean Tatars who returned from Russia, Georgia,
Kazakhstan and other countries of the CIS remains.
The problems of settlement of the social, economic and political issues of Crimean Tatars
are not new: in addition to the lack of funds (only UAH 673 million have been allocated
within the past decade for those purposes) there is a lack of meaningful steps designed to
provide the solutions. For instance, the much-praised new Land Code did not take into
account the specific situation of Crimean Tatars and offered no clause for providing them
with land. The implementation of existing documents and norms also leaves much to be
desired. Commenting on the situation, deputy chairman of the Crimean Tatars Medjlis
Remzi Illyasov noted that «analysis of [implementation] of all orders [given by] the
president of Ukraine at the meetings with the Council of Representatives of the Crimean
Tatar people showed that 90 percent of them had not been implemented, and the
implementation of the tasks has been sabotaged by local bureaucrats» (Golos Kryma, #19
(443), May 17, 2002).
The issue of political representation of Crimean Tatars in local and regional authorities
also remains unsolved. The first «arrival» of Crimean Tatars to politics since the
deportation occurred in 1994, following the massive protest actions of Crimean Tatars in
the peninsula and the vote of the Crimean parliament (115 out of 143 votes) in favor of
the law « On Amending the Law of the Republic of the Crimea «On Elections of the
Verkhovna Rada of the Crimea». The amendment reserved 14 seats in the Crimean
parliament for representatives of the Crimean Tatars and one seat for each of the other
former forcibly displaced peoples – ethnic Armenians, Bulgarians, Greeks and Germans,
also deported from the Crimea in 1994. The results of the elections on March 27, 1994,
proved that the calculations of the moderate wing of Crimean Tatar leadership were
correct: most of Crimean Tatars voted for the list of the Kurultai, Crimean Tatar
congress, and all 14 of the reserved seats were taken. A more radical National Movement
of Crimean Tatars received only 5.5% of the votes and no seats in the parliament.
All in all, only 35 Crimean Tatars – representatives of local committees of the Medjlis -
ran for seats in 66 single-member constituencies. None of them was elected, but all
together they got 78,860 votes. Ten of them made it to the second round, in which they
collectively got 54,538 votes. The situation showed that without a special quota,
envisaged by the amendment to the election law, Crimean Tatars would not have had a
single member of the parliament.
The election of 14 members of the parliament of the Crimea from the Kurultai list
marked a new quality of development of the Crimean Tatar movement and the
repatriation process, settlement and integration of Crimean Tatars. Having been through
multiple protest actions, having massive experience of work (mostly semi-legal, as the
Medjlis has never been officially registered or recognized), the Crimean Tatar political
elite embarked on the way of public political activity in the parliament and started legal
parliamentary work, a sort of «positive opportunism». Commenting on the experience of
three years of the Kurultai faction in the Crimean parliament, leader of the Medjlis
Mustafa Dzhemilev noted that «the Kurultai did not make a mistake having decided to
take part in the elections of the parliament of the Crimea. Our MPs really did a great job,
they managed to help many of our compatriots to solve some problems. They drafted and
submitted for the review by the parliament a number of bills which, were they adopted,
would have improved the situation of our compatriots, released the tension and in the
long run would be good for all residents of the Crimea». Crimean Tatars were among
members of the Crimean governments: Ilmi Umerov occupied the position of Vice Prime
Minister of the Crimea and supervised the interethnic relations issues. Later on, Lenur
Arifov became Vice Prime Minister of the Crimea.
However, the next parliament did not include any Crimean Tatars – nor did the Crimean
government, except the Committee for Nationalities and Former Deportees. There were
two Crimean Tatars in the parliament of Ukraine: leader of the Medjlis Mustafa
Dzhemilev got a seat through the list of the Ukrainian People’s Rukh, and his deputy
Refat Chubarov won in majoritarian constituency #8. The arrival of the Crimean Tatar
leaders to Kyiv brought the issue from the Crimean context to the national level. Though,
the Kurultai faction in the Crimean parliament did not exist anymore – hence, the
possibilities to advocate for needs and rights of Crimean Tatars in the parliament were
limited. The loss of the faction and the possibilities to influence politics that came with it
was a significant step back. In 1998, 70 Crimean Tatar candidates ran in 44 of 100
Crimean constituencies (with two or more Crimean Tatar candidates running in 24
constituencies), but none of them won. The reasons for the failure included the facts that
almost 90 thousand Crimean Tatars did not have the Ukrainian citizenship and could not
vote, as well as the disperse settlement of the Crimean Tatars. In the 1998 local elections,
40 Crimean Tatars were elected to 14 district councils (out of the total of 779 local
elected representatives). Seven Crimean Tatars were elected to city councils (out of the
total of 428 members) and forty-four to town councils (out of 950 members). 489
Crimean Tatars were elected to village councils (of the total of 4,150 members of village
councils) and six became elected representatives of borough councils of Simferopol (out
of 122 members).
The 2002 elections to the Crimean parliament showed that «without a legal mechanism of
guaranteed representation of the Crimean Tatar people in the parliament of the autonomy
we cannot receive the number of seats proportionate to the number of Crimean Tatars in
the population if the peninsula <…> only six Crimean Tatars out of 13 possible [seats],»
complained Remzi Illyasov after the polling day. The proportionate system of the
elections to the Crimean parliament was also advocated by Refat Chubarov.
The situation in the Crimea in the context of the Crimean Tatar issue, primarily in its
political aspects, in a certain way resembles the situation after the 1994 elections by the
arrival of the Crimean Tatar political elite to the legislative and executive bodies of
power. According to Refat Chubarov, the generally positive (for Crimean Tatars) result
of the elections was brought by the fighting between major political forces of the
peninsula. All in all, 933 Crimean Tatars were elected to councils of all levels, which
comprised 14 percent of all elected officials. Six Crimean Tatars were elected to the
Crimean parliament, and deputy chairman of the Medjlis Ilmi Umerov became the Vice
Speaker of the Crimean parliament. Three Crimean Tatars became members of the
Crimean government. Edip Gafarov became the Vice Prime Minister of the Crimea and
was one of only seven out of 23 ministers who stayed from the previous government.
Aziz Abdulayev became the Minister of the Industry, Transport and Communications of
the Crimea. Server Saliyev was appointed to the position of head of the Crimean
Committee for Nationalities and Former Deportees. The appointments indicate positive
changes in the political climate of the peninsula and pave the way for solving the problem
of political representation of Crimean Tatars. The composition of the current Crimean
authorities suggests that the trend may develop further and some of the routine problems
may be removed.
The election list of Nasha Ukraina brought two Crimean Tatars, Mustafa Dzhemilev and
Refat Chubarov, to the Ukrainian parliament, thus, indicating the integration of Crimean
Tatar leaders into the present-day generation of the Ukrainian political elite. Moreover,
the Crimean Tatars have received some political promises from other political forces,
including the «block of power» «Za Yedynu Ukrainu!». Member of the block’s list
Volodymyr Semynozhenko announced that the faction would unanimously support the
bill «On the Status of the Crimean Tatar People»…
According to plans of the official Kyiv, social and economic problems of Crimean Tatars
is supposed to be accelerated. Vice Prime Minister Volodymyr Semynozhenko
announced that the government of Ukraine had approved a program for settlement and
accommodation till 2005. The program is supposed to be funded from the national and
local budgets in the amount of UAH 49,4 million (the equivalent of about US$ 9 million).
It is expected that by 2005 1,500 families will be provided with housing, 162 kilometers
of electricity lines and 590 kilometers of water supply lines will be built.
The positive trends that emerge from the election results and the reshuffles in the
Crimean bureaucracy suggest that the long-lasting problems of accommodation and
integration of the former deportees, including the political issues, may be resolved.
Previously the Crimean authorities preferred to ignore the claims of Crimean Tatars,
dismissing them as attempts to fuel the inter-ethnic ire. Hopefully, the new leadership of
the Crimea will take a different view and refrain from comparing the Crimea to Kosovo
and the Chechnya, which itself is a rather dangerous thing to do.
